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      With a flick of my fingers, live video appeared on my helmpanel, streamed from an exterior camfeed on the Bigmouth’s starboard hull. It showed three of our four scarabs detaching from mooring pegs and boosting away. Seconds later, the single-occupant runabouts appeared outside the cockpit’s forward canopy. Trailing one after the other, they slipped toward the blue glow of the comet captured in a stasis field eight hundred meters off my bow.

      “Three away,” murmured my co-pilot, “one to go.” The cockpits in those Lockheed Bigmouths are so small, I could taste Toby Chang’s breakfast on the air. Sausage and onions. Again.

      I swung my pilot’s chair around one-eighty degrees to face the cockpit’s rear wall. On Bigmouths, these walls are covered by a bank of monitors. Twenty screens. Twenty camfeeds. Each devoted to a separate aspect of the collect-and-carry shift’s operations. The middle of a Bigmouth’s cockpit is taken up by a safety railing around the ladderwell that drops into the vessel’s main passageway. I put my boots up on that railing, knees bent and kept an eye on all our screens at once—and one screen in particular …

      A figure bulked out in e-suit and helmet climbed from the hull onto the last of the four scarabs. Moretti. Angelo Moretti. One of two guys I constantly wished wasn’t permanently assigned to my shift crew.

      You can choose your job, I thought, but you can’t choose your workmates.

      It took Moretti a good ten seconds to climb around and onto the front face of the scarab. These little ore-collectors are essentially a cube—four-by-four-by-four-meters. Hard-glass faces all around, with a ceramsteel frame hosting exterior and interior mounts for the attitude-and-guidance jets, the pilot seat, and the three “arms” poking out front. Each scarab’s double grabber arms jut forwards from the top of the frame, rigged to carry a secured load above the cabin so the operator can see forwards at all times. The third arm is a cutter, for carving ore or ice. The back face of a scarab is a mating lock for larger ships’ airlocks. Each time one of our crew carved a four-tonne tablet out of the ice, they would use their grabbers to drag it up out of the comet, then out of the stasis field and into open space. From there, the tablet would be ferried to the Bigmouth’s open-to-vacuum belly and slid into shelves there.

      Moretti was hooking an elbow over one of the grabbers now. No tie-cable for safety—Moretti relied on the magnetics in his boots and whatever strength he had in his arms. Tools and spare parts poked haphazardly from a big carry-pouch strapped to his chest, making it look like a giant metal spider had latched onto him. Procedure was to bring along a sled with all that gear inside it—a sled that should also be affixed to one of the top-mounted railings via cable.

      I leaned a little closer to the bank of monitors. “God, look at him. Out in the black untethered again.”

      In the smaller chair beside mine, Toby gave a distracted shrug, making no comment.

      Moretti’s voice crackled through the cockpit speakers. “Ya know ya mic’s on, Griff?”

      “I did know that, yeah.” A shove against the railing pivoted my chair forward once more.

      “So, you wasn’t talking ’bout me behind my back?”

      “Wasn’t worried about you hearin’. Didn’t know you understood long words like untethered.”

      “Don’t need a cable, girl.”

      “Yeah ya do. Ever hear of a little thing called SOP?”

      “Sure, girl. Tha’s something you say when ya buddy comes in the room. Sop, dude?”

      “You gonna wheel that one out at Open Mic Night?”

      “Like to wheel you out …”

      I put one hand on the helm controls. “Finish that sentence, ass-breath, and I’ll shake you loose and watch ya spin off into the void.”

      Laughter rasped through the speakers, but it was strained as Moretti got busy. Anchored by one hand, he started detaching his scarab’s faulty las-saw. During the journey out here, routine diagnostics had revealed that the station’s techs forgot to refit it after last shift. Moretti had taken control of the comms for a full minute after discovering that, telling the Repair-and-Refit Manager just what he thought of her employees. Making another enemy. He had the las-saw off now. Because he hadn’t brought the sled, and because he had no room in his pouch for it, he tossed it out into space to allow his free hand to pull out its replacement.

      Watching my screen, Toby shook his head in disgust.

      I went one better: “That’s some expensive littering right there, Moretti.”

      “Oops. Slipped.”

      “Funny,” I replied, “that’s what the doctor said when she dropped you on your head.”

      He paused his repairs to locate the hull camera and flipped it the bird good and slow. The gesture wasn’t all it could be, not with the fat fingers of an e-suit. But the snickering coming out of the speakers told me Moretti was pretty happy with it.

      “You ride all your men this way, Glowin’ Head?” he asked. “Or just the cute ones like me?”

      I sighed.

      Glowin’ Head.

      Glowin’ Head Griffin.

      That was what guys like Moretti called me around the station. And I’d smile along as if it was the cleverest joke I’d ever heard—because if I gave the slightest hint of how much I hated running a razor over my scalp every couple of days, the ribbing would only increase. Scrappers working out in the far-flung armpits of the galaxy aren’t exactly the kindest of people.

      “Just start thinking about what you’re doing,” I told him. “You’re making us all look bad.”

      “Firstly, I don’t take orders from girls,” he said, voice strained again as he got the replacement unit in position, the toothed circle of a steel ice saw. “Second, stop hackin’ watchin’ me!”

      “Shift-controllers are paid to watch.”

      “Voyeurs watch,” he replied and snapped the new blade into its housing. “And I hate voyeurs. Little enough privacy out here as is.” He applied the nose of a powered wrench to the fitting and tightened the bolts.

      “Double check those,” I told him. “Don’t want it coming loose and cuttin’ you in half. Then there’d be two of you, and one’s bad enough.”

      “Stop riding me, Glowin’ Head!”

      I leaned back in my chair and slid a palm over my head, freshly shaved that morning. While I hated the nickname—and the look—it always surprised me how much I loved the feel of it. The sensation instantly transported me back in time, my smooth scalp reminding me of the river pebbles decorating my childhood bedroom shelves. It was as if I knew I’d be working out around big rocks—asteroids—one day. Some of my pebbles had been fist-sized, some as large as my now-shaven head, others as small as a knuckle—each pebble sourced from a different continent on different colonized worlds. God, I loved those cool, polished rocks: back then I’d never heard terms like “mindfulness” or “coping mechanism”. But that’s what touching them had been for childhood me. A coping mechanism. For a little girl whose father lived a dangerous life. Whose father was a dangerous man.

      That thought snapped me out of the memory, moving my hand from my scalp to the chair’s armrests. Questions replaced the images of that old bedroom: What’s making me revert to a childhood coping mechanism? What’s got me rubbing my bald head like a touchstone? Moretti? No, it wasn’t him. Truth was, I was used to his carelessness. Everyone was. He’d survived this long being stupid—it obviously worked for him.

      The more likely cause of my unease was the continued silence of the guy seated to my left. Toby Chang had started work at The Sandwich (which is what we called Angelview Station) the same week I did. We’d worked the same shift since, played in the same futsal team every week, eaten the occasional dinner together.

      But yesterday had been the day he’d tried for something new; yesterday had been the day he’d asked me out.

      I’d turned him down.

      And today, things were awkward.

      I turned my head and caught him staring.

      He covered it by switching his gaze to the screen with Moretti on it. But telltale spots of red on both his cheeks attested to me catching him at it.

      I caught my hand rubbing my head again.

      Sheesh.

      I still missed the silky, black Rapunzel hair of my adolescence. Missed it bad. But when you’re on the run, you gotta make sacrifices. I couldn’t afford attachments. The whole bald woman thing seemed to be a turn off for most men, especially men I disliked in turn. Imbeciles like Moretti, who thought it hilarious.

      Sadly, not men like the Tobester.

      I straightened in my chair. We had to move past this. We had to work together. Which meant we had to communicate. I told him, “Check the shift order and tell me how many tonnes Management want from that comet today.”

      On-screen, Moretti had his tools away and was climbing toward the scarab’s top evac hatch—a hinged square in the glass meant for emergencies only. Of course, he is, I thought. Why would he do something rational like return to ship, stow the tools and e-suit properly and enter the scarab through the airlock?

      Toby wified his slim to the onboard, flicking through files. “Four hundred fifty.” He reported the quota with a note of disgust.

      I shared that emotion. Four hundred and fifty tonnes of water ice and rock for four little scarabs to cut and carry in a seven-hour shift? Moretti was going to love hearing he was further behind than he already thought he was ...

      “Last week’s quotas were three-ninety,” I said. “What’s Management’s hurry? The comet’ll still be here tomorrow.”

      “Management’s hurry? They’re greedy, that’s their hurry. Us little guys keep meeting their quotas, then they punish us by upping the next day’s targets.”

      I grunted agreement, encouraged that I’d found a topic to get him talking again, shift things back toward normal. “Which means if these guys don’t work quicker, they have to work longer. Bloody hell. Why the hell not give us an extra scarab? You could run the ship and I could get out there and help them.”

      He pointed off to our port, toward what looked like a handful of gravel strewn across space. In reality, it was a swarm of asteroids, some larger than our home station. “Coz they’re all in there gathering the good stuff. The iridium. The rhodium …”

      I nodded. While those asteroids held precious metals, this comet contained nothing of the sort. Water ice, a little methane, and a lot of dirt. As Moretti got inside his collector, I zoomed my helm camfeed in for a closer view of the comet and its blue aura created by the stasis generators. “Whoever decided to waste power capturing that’s probably still rubbing their ass from the kicking. The real reason they’re hurrying us is to get it over and done with.” I too pointed to the distant asteroid swarm. “That’s where they really want us.”

      He stretched and yawned. “Never know. Might be something valuable in the ice ball. Might be organic materials, frozen in time.”

      “Organic? So, frozen meals, you mean.”

      He laughed at that.

      I turned my chair around again, put my boots on the ladderwell safety railing and watched the activity on the feeds. This left Toby free to feign busyness with his slim while watching me over the top of it.

      Never going to happen, Mr Chang. May as well accept that and move on.

      I shifted attention to the three box-jockeys who’d left earlier. Their scarabs had already made cometfall, now busy slicing up eight-cubic-meter chunks ready to ferry into the Bigmouth’s belly bay. Twelve of the twenty rear-wall feeds came from the four scarabs. Each collector had three cameras: nose-cams, ass-cams and the interior cab-cams. Moretti’s cab-cam showed him wrestling tools in the space behind his seat while working the seals on his helmet. The scarab’s diagnostic reported cabin pressure at survivable levels rather than ideal. When he’d tossed the helmet in with the tool pouch, he saluted me through the camera.

      “Gonna watch me undress later?” he asked, patting his suit. “Ya forget what I said about voyeurs?”

      Spinning around one more time, I thumbed my helmpanel cam on and fed it to his helm monitor. When he noticed me on it, I smiled sweetly and offered him my middle finger. Then I cut video to him and audio from him, leaving our cockpit in relative peace.

      “He’s such an asshole,” Toby said.

      Yeah, he is, I thought and studied the velvet black of the void outside our ship a moment. But there’s worse people out there. Much worse.

      After Moretti’s scarab detached and accelerated away from us, I fired up my own attitude jets. Despite the man’s hatred of people watching over his shoulder, I intended to watch over his shoulder. Partly to keep my mind occupied. Partly to piss him off. Nudging the Bigmouth to a higher angle allowed it direct line-of-site to the area he was headed for. All four operators had been assigned an area that the previous shift had turned into a shallow valley. For safety reasons, they worked allotments fifty meters away from each other. The tiny flares from his guidance jets grew tinier, then merged into the glow created the stasis field generators holding the captured comet. I nudged the Bigmouth a hundred meters closer, braking us in full view of the open cut mine, zooming our own nose-cam in on the area.

      “Let’s see if dumbass takes the allotment I gave him.”

      “Betcha twenty he doesn’t,” Toby said with a grin. It was a boyish smile complete with dimples.

      “No bet,” I said. “But I’ll take odds on how far he works from the coordinates he’s got.”

      “You’re on. Twenty says he’ll set down a long way out.”

      “Wants to make a point, ya think? I reckon the opposite: he’ll be out just enough to annoy me without making a big deal. I’ll say he’s under ten metres off-allotment. Anything over that, you win. And let’s make it fifty.”

      “You’ll regret that, but, deal,” he said and held out a hand.

      I slapped it. “Eyes on panel.”

      He ran his fingers around his sensor feeds. “He’s angling in … and actually approaching at a sane person’s speed.”

      “Yeah, he’s only dumb when he thinks we’re watching him.” I zoomed in on Moretti with our nose cam. “If only he knew.”

      “He will know. When he makes his first trip back, he’ll see us sitting up here.”

      “I’ll drop back down again. Pretend I wasn’t snooping.”

      I cycled through Moretti’s three camfeeds on my panel, marking his guidance-jets firing to finesse his approach and perfect his angles. On his camera feed, his scarab’s grabber-arms reached wide into spread-eagle position, staying out of the way so the cutter arm could get busy. The ore-collector lowered itself to face the comet’s surface.

      Toby’s attention was now on his panel. He groaned.

      “Distance?” I asked, with a grin of my own. He muttered something. I put a hand to my ear. “Whassat?”

      “Eight meters.”

      “Sweet baby muskpig!” I barked, using Thesian celebratory slang. Always good in the small moments to stay true to the identity you’ve constructed. I pulled my slim from a thigh pocket and angled it his way. “Make it twenty. I’m nothing if not magnanimous in victory.”

      Pouting, he tapped on his device. “Magnanimous. What the hell kinda word is that?”

      I winced a little, realizing my slip. Uneducated Thesians like I was pretending to be didn’t speak like that. “Heard it on a streamie. And now you’re sour coz I took your money and I know more words’n you.”

      He leaned his slim to mine. Both blipped as the transfer took place. He started to say something but was interrupted by a notification from the helm. A red flag. I checked it, checked a scarab sensor then flipped transmissions back to Moretti’s nose-cam. The feed was foggy with ejecta as his ice saw cut deep.

      “Oh, crap.” I tapped comms. “Moretti, check your tells! Pull your blade.”

      Toby bent over his own panel. “Christ! He’s above a rock vein.”

      I’d already seen it. “Moretti!”

      “Mind your beehive,” he muttered from his cab.

      “Pull your blade, you goddamned idiot. Pull it and shift one meter starboard before starting again.”

      On screen, his cutter arm continued tossing up a haze of ice crystals. He said, “Told ya before, newbie girls don’t tell me what—”

      “You’re centimeters from hard rock, Moretti! Pull it now.”

      Ice crystals continued spewing up into the camera’s eye. Our other box-monkeys were comming queries at us now, hearing the chatter.

      Moretti said, “I know what I’m …”

      His signal cut off abruptly. Simultaneously, we lost the feed from his three cams.

      Another scarab pilot swore over the comms. As did Toby. As did I. The other two chattered observations, reports on what they were seeing. On our bridge monitors, their cams caught fragments of the scene—and fragments of Moretti’s vehicle.
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      I found out later that Moretti didn’t die from loss of atmosphere. What killed him was the broken half of his ice saw blade, careening up through his cab. Those blades are not made for the uneven densities and surfaces of rock veins. The blade had hit stone and snapped in half.

      Moretti died instantly, the experts said later.

      It didn’t make me feel any better.
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      Although Moretti’s death cut my ten-hour shift short, the preliminary inquest kept me in the station’s Admin Precinct long after we’d brought the Bigmouth back in. We’d left the comet as soon as the retrieval team recovered the busted-up scarab … and Moretti’s body.

      By the time I was trudging down the passage toward my crib, I’d been awake for twenty hours and a half. My head pounded with fatigue and shock. My stomach was tight with hunger but also churning with nausea. And my breath caught in my throat each time I flashed back to the moment Moretti’s saw blade snapped. All I wanted was some alone-time. My roomie would be in there, of course, so I could only hope he’d be fast asleep, given the late hour.

      The door lock recognized my face from three meters out and the partition whisked into the wall. I came to a stop just inside the cabin, swaying. The slight breeze of the door closing behind me felt like safety. As did the automatic snick of the lock.

      Watson—my roomie—was awake. Wide awake and not in bed, standing in front of his cider-press and fermenting tub. It was always tough to predict whether or not he would up and about: unlike me, Watson worked rotating shifts.

      Also he wasn’t human, so his body clock worked differently.

      On seeing me, he waddled through the opening we’d cut between our cabins, greeting me with a tall glass of cider and, of all things, a hug. His long and hairy arms wrapped around my waist and squeezed. I leaned my chin on top of his head, the soft fur tickling my skin. Without a sound, he detached and moved across to my workstation to turn off the intranet newsbite he’d been watching. Not quick enough, however: I’d seen it was about the accident. It was no mystery, then, about how he’d known about it. In view of last night’s argument, his kindness was a surprise ...

      Watson was fifteen years old now—as he’d been telling me, repeatedly. Old enough to go seek his own life, he kept insisting, his own path. All I need is a cash loan from you plus a certificate of release-and-approval¸ he’d said last night.

      You’re a chimpanzat, I’d told him in return. And in a moment of pure frustration-fueled insensitivity, I’d added, You’ll always have the mind of a thirteen-year-old human and it’s a damned dangerous universe out there!

      That was true, of course. Everything I’d said was true. He was a chimpanzat—as a chimpanzee zygote, he’d been genetically modified with Centauran hive-rat genes. His intelligence had been tested as that of a thirteen-year-old human and according to his original owners and the Company’s local doctors, it would never develop further.

      And it was a damn dangerous universe out there.

      As attested to by the accident I’d witnessed mere hours ago.

      God. Moretti. If only—

      I shook myself and sipped the cider. Immediately, its sourness threatened to pucker my entire head. I had to force a straight face.

      “This is pretty good,” I lied. If Watson could be civil, so could I.

      He was already retreating through the gap between our cabins, headed for his flight simulator. We’d bought the thing from another scrapper, one week into our stay here: and Watson had been hooked ever since, playing out adolescent dreams of piloting star fighters or drop ships. His cider brewing apparatus took up the space between it and his cot. It smelled like he’d been cooking during the day; there were fresh bottles circling the fermenting pot like Centauran corglings around a mother corg.

      I asked him, “Am I drinking new stuff? Or part of that brew you made last month?”

      He paused with his back to me. If today had been yesterday, I might have expected an impolite piece of sign language. For now, he chose politeness, diverting to the shelves beside the simulator to grab his slim. He typed a message, hit send, and waited. My slim pinged. I read what he’d sent.

      Last month’s. Apple and starberry. Good stuff.

      “Damn good stuff.” More lies. All in the interests of our newfound truce.

      He grunted acknowledgement at the compliment, shelved the slim, and climbed into the simulator. Moments later, he’d fired up the cockpit of a fake Lockheed TB70. And I turned away, so it wouldn’t remind me of Moretti.

      I chugged more cider. Sure, it was terrible, but I was out of wine. And when you’re desperate, even bad booze is good booze. Not ready to sit down yet or take a shower, I wandered the edges of my living space, sipping from the bottle, welcoming the slow build of lightheadedness. My side of the combined apartment was not that big: even a slow lap took me a mere twenty seconds.

      On the second lap, I lingered over the things I loved, the artefacts I carried from place to place, the belongings that brought me comfort. A couple I’d brought with me when I’d run; the others had been ordered from the hyper once I was a few fake identities down the line. My pile of dog-eared paperbacks had names on the spines like Verne, Louis Stevenson, Conan Doyle, Wells. The paperbacks were pressed between two leather-bound volumes I used as book ends: Treasure Island and The Hound of the Baskervilles. HG Wells’ sad eyes gazed out from his black-and-white portrait that stood in an old-fashioned photo frame beside the books. Above them all, I’d hooked a small print of the cinema poster for an early movie adaptation of The Time Machine.

      Like the portrait, the movie poster was also framed and I unhooked it from the wall as I checked over my shoulder. My chimpanzat roomie was lost in his own escape from reality, flying his TB70 through simulated space gravel. I turned the poster over. Another glass panel lay across the back and behind it, face up, a printout of a five-year-old email. The email.

      Ms Denayer. I write to offer news of your acceptance into our Bachelor of English Literature program. The semester commences in September. Please contact us at the details below. Kindest regards, Salvatore Buzyn, Registrar, Grace City University, Centauri.

      I held the poster frame in one hand, my bottle in the other. Rereading this communiqué had been a senseless whim. It gave me zero comfort. In fact, it surfaced the old anger, curling my fingers tighter around my bottle. I put the cider down, turned the poster around and re-hooked it.

      If only Daddy Dearest had allowed me to chase my dream, my simple dream, I thought. I’d be in Grace City, not this dump. My name would still be Shelby Denayer, not goddamn Jackie Griffin. I’d have all my hair.  I wouldn’t be working with my hands and my back, but with my mind.

      I wouldn’t have seen Moretti die.

      I shook my head to clear it of such thoughts, shifting attention to the photographs placed one each side of the poster. To the left, a ten-year-old Shelby Denayer read Jules Verne to a doll upon her lap. To the other, the view from our home when I was fifteen: Daddy’s hideout on Foucault’s Moon, the lake an improbable shade of blue, the mountain behind it a finger pointing to heaven, the whole thing like a scene from old Earth Canada. Both images had been taken by one of Dad’s mistresses, the women I’d grown up calling Aunties.

      Tired of this grand tour of someone else’s life, I gulped down half the remainder of the cider and tipped the rest into the refresher, rinsing the bottle in the sink. I had a buzz going now, numbing my thoughts, calming them. Since Watson had only an intellectual concept of nudity, I shucked off boots and coveralls, socks and t-shirt, tossing them beside my cot. Off came my bra and on came a clean tee. Clad only in that and undies, I picked out the paperback of HG Wells’ The Invisible Man and sank into my armchair.

      Invisible Man was not one of Wells’ better tales, in my opinion. In fact, it was an outright stinker. But immersing myself in it meant not thinking, not hearing Moretti saying I know what I’m ... before his signal went dead. Not thinking back over the inquest and the way the reviewer tried twisting my words and wrongfooting me. Maybe an hour of Victorian Era pulp fiction would give me some peace.

      I’d read just one paragraph when the door chimed.

      I snarled an obscenity at the universe. “Door, who is it?”

      The screen above it came to life, depicting a downward view of Toby Chang in the passageway. He held a six-pack of lagers with one hand while the other steadied him against the wall. He squinted up at the cam. “Lemme in, Griff?”

      No one came in my cabin.

      No one.

      Not a janitor. Not a plumber. Not an electrician. And certainly not a drunken workmate.

      I tossed Invisible Man onto the pile of my clothing. “Door, speaker on. Toby, piss off.”

      Brightening at the sound of my voice, he stepped away from the wall, swaying uncertainly. A hopeful smile grew across his face. “Open up, Griff? I have booze.”

      “Who doesn’t? Now, go to your own crib and drink yours there. It’s late.”

      “Oh, don’t be like that, Griff.” He stepped forward and swung the arm with the lagers at the door. I’m sure he intended to do it gently, but it banged hard against it, loud enough for Watson to murmur a wordless question from beneath his immersive-helmet.

      “Do that again and I’ll kick your butt from here to the nearest airlock!” I yelled at Toby.

      “Just let me in for one drink, Griff.”

      “No.”

      “Then open the door, Griff, and I’ll leave you one drink.”

      I hesitated. That actually sounded reasonable. The beer couldn’t be worse than Watson’s cider. And if it would get rid of him faster …

      I said, “Wait a minute” and drew my coveralls back on before telling the door to open.

      The door slid back to reveal his puppy dog eyes and an I’m-really-not-drunk tilt of the head. He leaned inside—then started falling and had to stagger forward to catch himself against my breakfast table. As if nothing had happened, he swung the six-pack up and onto it, landing it with a bang. The noise prompted another interrogatory exclamation from Watson in the simulator.

      “You and I got something in common, Griff,” he said, slurring most of the words.

      “Stop ending every sentence with my name.”

      “I like your name, Griff. And what we have in common, in case you’re wondering, and I’m sure you are wondering, is that both of us were trumacized … turmatized … messed up—by a bad happening thing. Bad thing happening.”

      “Yes, we were. So, leave me a beer and get the fleg out.” I softened my tone a little. “Try and get some sleep. Like I should be doing.”

      He pointed a finger at me, narrowing one eye. I’m sure the crooked angle of his smile was meant to look winsome. It didn’t. It looked drunk. He said, “You need beer. But you need company too. I know you do. I you know you know you do.”

      “Tell ya what I need, mister.” His eyes opened wide, hopeful. “I need you to leave my crib and go to yours.”

      He lowered his head, but not in defeat. He was regrouping, thinking, his pickled self-assurance unrattled.

      I was exhausted, I was angry, and I started toward him intending to drive him outside. Before I could reach him, Watson did, appearing out of nowhere.

      He rounded Toby, grasped his coveralls by the loose fabric at the hips and swung him straight out the cabin door. Toby found himself running into the passage wall opposite. He whirled, eyes and mouth wide in shock, and staggered toward the door again. Watson barred it with his body—he wasn’t tall, but he was broad. Toby hesitated for only a moment, then he tried to push past. Watson swung one arm into the passage. I heard the crack of his open palm across Toby’s cheek and winced. The Tobester spun one-eighty, Watson kicked him in the ass, and he hit the wall a second time before sliding down it.

      It was tough to say what surprised me more. That Watson had performed violence for the first time ever. Or that he’d done it with such calm, precision, and control. I came to his shoulder and looked down at his hands as they busily formed a statement for Toby in sign language.

      “Watson says, ‘Nobody comes into our crib’.”

      “Flegging hell,” Toby moaned.

      “Now, go home, Toby. And thanks for the beer.” I was about to pull Watson inside and tell the door to lock, but Watson had his own ideas. He stomped out into the corridor and reached down for Toby. I had a heart-lurching moment when I thought he was going to hit him again—but Watson simply dragged him to his feet, laced one of the man’s arms over his shoulders and began walking him back down the passage toward Toby’s apartment fifty meters away.

      I dumped my ass on my bunk and put my head in my hands, mind whirling again. What the hell was that? Watson had never done that before. Had it been the loud noises, startling him? Some hive-rat defend-the-nest instinct kicking in? One friend angrily protecting another?

      The door slid shut and locked, making me look up. Avoiding eye contact, Watson stepped to the table, plucked the six-pack from the table and carried it to the cooler.

      “Honey, that was amazing,” I said.

      He shrugged and closed the cooler.

      “You’re the best friend I’ve ever had.”

      He glanced at me, face like stone, then moved across to his slim. He preferred it to sign language when what he wanted to say was more complex or nuanced. Or when he wanted the words to linger there on my screen for maximum impact. He typed something, and returned to his simulator.

      I bent over my device and read the words he’d sent. My mood plunged.

      Watson had written, If we’re such good friends, why won’t you let me go live my own life?
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